
152

I
n the Qur’an (and as shown in the previous chapter), norma-
tive religious pluralism is not regarded as mere toleration of
other faiths, but rather a divine law, or sunnah il¥hiyyah.

Thus, according to the Qur’an, implementation of normative
religious pluralism is a necessary process for human peace and
prosperity. Conversely, transgression of its requirements inevi-
tably leads to tension and hate. This transgression can take many
forms, one of the most critical pertaining to objectives. So, for
instance, by moving objectives of religious pluralism away from
their universal terrestrial basis to exclusive eschatological
polemics and accusation, transgression results. Objectives can
also be manipulated to serve interests contradicting humanitari-
an aims. Thus, according to Amarah, certain participants in the
religious pluralism process tend to use it as a political tool to gain
influence and power in the Muslim world.1 In similar fashion,
the objectives of religious pluralism can also be directed toward
realizing certain ends, in this case religious dilution in order to
underpin modern liberalist theory (as would seem to be the case
with John Hick, whose classic theory of religious pluralism
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focuses on epistemological principles rather than religious
tenets2). On the other hand, the objectives of normative religious
pluralism can be reduced from their universal nature to an exclu-
sive interpretation of principles focusing on one particular
religious group, as in the case of some Qur’anic exegetical
sources. These problematic areas pose a potential threat to the
whole process of interfaith relations. As Altwaijri rightly
remarks:

If inter-religious coexistence, which is at the same time coexistence among
cultures and civilizations, is not geared to the service of lofty humanitarian
goals, it will lose its fine edge. It will become more akin to propagandist
moves and empty slogans than sincere actions aimed to better the life of
modern man.3

This chapter will therefore explore the main objectives of nor-
mative religious pluralism in the Qur’an to hence shed light on
whether these objectives are exclusively limited to a certain reli-
gious group or are inclusively humanitarian. Of course we can
derive many secondary objectives of religious pluralism from the
Qur’anic text, since religious commonality is a vast field for the
promotion of valuable goals in interfaith relations. However,
closely scrutinising the Qur’an, it would appear that four main
objectives of normative religious pluralism are essential to the
peacebuilding process:

1. Knowledge of the other. This objective signifies the need for
mutual understanding mentioned in the Qur’an under the
notion of ta¢¥ruf.

2. Cooperation with the other. This objective signifies the need
for mutual engagement, ta¢¥wun, in the process of religious
pluralism. 

3. Competing with the other in good works. This objective signi-
fies the need for mutual contribution mentioned in the Qur’an
by the phrase Fastabiq‰ al-khayr¥t.

4. Mutual support. This is mentioned in the Qur’an as tad¥fu¢,
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and mainly signifies the need for mutual support against
oppression. 

[1]
Knowledge of the Other: 

Mutual Understanding – Ta¢¥ruf

The significance of knowing the other emerges largely from
human nature being relaxed in the company of what is known
and familiar, and fearing and keeping distant from what is
unknown and unfamiliar. Accordingly, Asani concludes that the
reason for religious conflict and transgression of religious plu-
ralism “is not so much a clash of civilizations as it is a clash of
ignorances.”4 In fact, ignorance of the other seems to pose a
threat not only to religious coexistence, but also to the coexis-
tence of cultures and civilisations alike. For this reason, the
Qur’an defines knowledge of the other as the purpose of cre-
ation, both in terms of biological and social diversity. In this
respect the Qur’an states the following: 

O mankind! We created you from a single (pair) of a male and a female, and

made you into nations and tribes, that ye may know each other (not that ye

may despise (each other). Verily the most honoured of you in the sight of

Allah is (he who is) the most righteous of you. And Allah has full knowl-

edge and is well acquainted (with all things). (Qur’an al-¤ujur¥t 49:13)

What is the historical context of this verse and how is it linked
to the objective of knowing the other? As no authentic occasion
exists for its revelation, we need to examine the place of its reve-
lation to thus understand the circumstances in which it was
revealed and so understand its meaning. Commentators on the
Qur’an regard all the surah to have been revealed in Madinah.
However, some scholars maintain the revelation to have been
Makkan, since the verse starts with the phrase “O mankind!” a
recognisable sign of Makkan chapters. Nevertheless, al-ZarkashÏ
classifies the whole of surah al-¤ujur¥t as being Madinan.5
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There is also an opinion from Ibn ¢Abbas of this thirteenth
verse of the Madinan surah as having been revealed in Makkah.
Methodologically speaking, it is unfeasible to assume that
Makkan verses could exist in Madinan chapters. This is because
during the revelation, Qur’anic verses were arranged in special
units called chapters or surahs (suwar). Assuming a Makkan
verse to exist in a Madinan surah, would imply that the verse had
been revealed in Makkah and not arranged in any surahs,
remaining in isolation pending revelation of its future surah in
Madinah. The most dangerous implication of this notion is that
the arrangement of a certain Makkan verse into its proper place
in a Makkan surah would have had to have been forgotten thus
requiring its insertion later in Madinah into a relevant Madinan
surah. In contrast, however, we are very likely to come across
Madinan verses existing in Makkan origin surahs as a result of
the hijrah (migration to Madinah). Meaning that a surah is said
to be of Makkan origin when its beginning was revealed in the
Makkan phase, even if it contains verses from Madinah where it
was completed during the Madinan phase following the migra-
tion.6 In addition, it is inaccurate to regard a verse commencing
with the phrase “O mankind!” as always signifying a surah to be
Makkan in origin, since the same phrase also exists in surahs
unanimously accepted as Madinan (i.e. al-Baqarah and al-
Nis¥’). 

Given these arguments the clear conclusion is that the entire
surah is a Madinan one. Also untenable is the statement that
verse 49:13 originated in Makkah and was later arranged into a
Madinan surah.

In point of fact, the verse is entirely conducive to a Madinan
environment in terms of the objective of knowing the other.
Unlike the homogeneous nature of Makkan society, Madinah
was multicultural, with ahl al-kit¥b coexisting alongside the
local groups. For this reason, the migration from Makkah to
Madinah is very often illustrated as being a migration from a
tribal mentality to one of multiculturalism. However, there
seems to have been a gap between the existence of diversity as a

Main Objectives

155

ARIF TEXT FINAL FOR PRINT.qxt_Revised Papers  30/09/2014  10:08  Page 155

o b e i k a n d l . c o  m



fact in Madinan society and human perception towards such a
phenomenon. 

Historically speaking, the consensus among pre-Islamic
Arabs was that differences among people lead to a hierarchical
social order based on those differences. In this respect, comment-
ing on the above verse, Ibn Ashur remarks that: 

It was common among Arab tribes, before Islam, to claim superiority and
domination over the other. It was to the extent that a Bedouin was asked
whether he would agree to become a B¥hilÏ7 and as a reward he would
enter Paradise. The Bedouin remained thinking and then answered: “I
would agree providing that the inhabitants of Paradise would never know I
was a B¥hilÏ.” Such wrong perception of diversity had led to animosity and
continuous wars between those people.8

Therefore, clear misconception prevailed with regards to the
purpose of diversity. Built on the assumption that differences
constructed social hierarchy, the phenomenon of diversity was
perceived as a reason for social inequalities. This was the histori-
cal condition in which verse 40:13 was revealed. Although a
multicultural society, the approach followed was still exclusive.
The revelation of verse 49:13 in this historical context, changed
the mindset instilling a new perception of diversity and its pur-
pose. In fact, the Qur’an advanced the idea that the objective of
co-existence is not to seek superiority and domination over dif-
ferent people, but to reach mutual understanding by knowing
each other. 

Having established a correlation between the objective of
knowing the other and the historical circumstances of the verse’s
revelation, we next examine the textual context in which the
verse occurs to investigate relevant thematic relationships
between the objective of knowing the other and the textual con-
text of the verse. In order to do so, it is important to define first
the topical unity of surah al-¤ujur¥t.

The definition of topical unity in Qur’anic exegesis is a
process based on reasoning. Because of this, different definitions
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and opinions may exist with regard to the topical unity of a cer-
tain Qur’anic surah. However, as long as these definitions and
opinions are in accordance with the whole textual context of the
surah in question, they are likely to be accepted despite their
multiplicity. 

In the case of al-¤ujur¥t, Qutub defines its topical unity as
follows: “It [al-¤ujur¥t] lays down, almost independently, a
complete sketch of a noble world, free of anything that may be
described as unbecoming.”9 In a similar way, Hijazi states that
the surah revolves around the idea of achieving a high standard
of morality.10 Therefore, the surah’s topical unity can be sum-
marised as the achievement of a noble world based on a high
standard of purity, purity of conscience as well as purity of
behavior. 

The second thematic step is to explore the relationship
between the topical unity of achieving a noble world and the
objective of knowing the other. In this respect, the textual con-
text of the surah criticises and disapproves of behavior adopted
on the basis of ignorance and suspicion towards others.
According to surah al-¤ujur¥t, there is a possibility that people
can be harmed out of ignorance. Thus, in order to avoid such
damage, the Qur’an orders believers to investigate any given
information as well as to determine the accuracy of that informa-
tion before adopting a negative attitude towards others. The
Qur’an states:

O ye who believe! If a wicked person comes to you with any news, ascertain

the truth, lest ye harm people unwittingly and afterwards become full of

repentance for what ye have done. (Qur’an al-¤ujur¥t 49:6) 

Verification of the truth of what people may say or do
requires accurate knowledge of those people, otherwise wrong
and harmful accusations might occur. Consequently, lack of
knowledge might lead to the adoption of negative attitudes
towards the other. Such attitudes might manifest themselves in
the form of ridicule, defamation, negative assumption, spying
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and backbiting. In fact, all these forms of communication are
prohibited in the following verses of al-¤ujur¥t:

O ye who believe! Let not some men among you laugh at others: It may be

that the (latter) are better than the (former): Nor let some women laugh at

others: It may be that the (latter are better than the (former): Nor defame

nor be sarcastic to each other, nor call each other by (offensive) nicknames:

Ill-seeming is a name connoting wickedness, (to be used of one) after he has

believed: And those who do not desist are (indeed) doing wrong. 

O ye who believe! Avoid suspicion as much (as possible): for suspicion in

some cases is a sin: And spy not on each other behind their backs. Would

any of you like to eat the flesh of his dead brother? Nay, ye would abhor

it...But fear Allah. For Allah is Oft-Returning, Most Merciful. (Qur’an al-

¤ujur¥t 49:11-12)

According to al-Biq¥¢Ï, there exists a relationship between
God’s command to verify information given concerning people
and the avoidance of all negative attitudes mentioned above.11 In
the same way, Ibn Ashur argues that it was the lack of realisation
that the purpose of diversity was to learn to know one another,
that led pre-Islamic Arabs to live in a state of animosity, warfare,
ridicule, defamation, negative assumption, spying, and back-
biting.12

Therefore, the achievement of a noble world (the topical unity
of al-¤ujur¥t), seems to be directly related to the objective of
knowing the other. Thus, there appears to be thematic relevance
between the textual context of the surah and the objective of
mutual acquaintance (ta¢¥ruf). This thematic relevance is found
in the negative consequences which emerge as a result of a wrong
perception of diversity and ignorance of the other.

Another context which plays a significant role in understand-
ing verse 49:13 is the current civilisational condition. In this age
of globalisation, the question of the objectives of religious plura-
lism takes central position while reflecting on verse 49:13. So, it
is methodologically important, in the case of Qur’anic exegesis,
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to take into consideration the context of the reality in which a
certain Qur’anic verse is interpreted.13

To demonstrate the importance of the civilisational context
for understanding the objective of knowing the other, it seems
relevant to present both the classical and modern interpretations
of the verse:

O mankind! We created you from a single (pair) of a male and a female, and

made you into nations and tribes [shu¢‰b and qab¥’il], that ye may know

each other (not that ye may despise (each other). Verily the most honoured

of you in the sight of Allah is (he who is) the most righteous of you. And

Allah has full knowledge and is well acquainted (with all things). (Qur’an

al-¤ujur¥t 49:13)

Studying Ibn ¢Abb¥s’ commentary on the verse we find only
three words explaing the words shu¢‰b and qab¥’il. Al-Bukh¥rÏ
narrates that Ibn ¢Abb¥s explained the meaning of shu¢‰b as
qab¥’il ¢i·¥m, the broadest category of lineage, as he explained
the meaning of qab¥’il as bu~‰n, tribal sub-districts.14 Muj¥hid
in his commentary on the verse, adds only one sentence to Ibn
¢Abb¥s’ statement, this being that the goal of human division
into shu¢‰b and qab¥’il is to know people’s line of descent.15 Al-
>abarÏ and al-ZamakhsharÏ also provide very limited commen-
tary on the verse restricting the meaning of ta¢¥ruf to people’s
descent.16 A close scrutiny of al-R¥zÏ’s commentary on the verse
reveals that he limits the meaning and implications of it only to
believers and excludes “unbelievers.” Al-R¥zÏ claims that “the
verse comes as an explanation and confirmation of the previous
verses [prohibiting ridicule and backbiting]”. However, in the
case of “unbelievers,” “it is permissible to treat them with
ridicule and backbite due to their [wrong] religion and faith.”17

Another reason for al-R¥zÏ’s exclusive view on the verse is that
the verse addresses the issue of social equality. Yet, according to
him, unbelievers cannot be categorised as equal to believers,
since “an unbeliever and a believer are two incompatible sorts;
an unbeliever is inanimate lower than animals, whereas a believer
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is what is meant by being human.”18 Finally, al-R¥zÏ mentions
that the verse contains the phrase “the most honored of you”
(49:13), but “there is not any honor for an unbeliever since he/
she is lower than animals and more humiliated than vermin.”19

Thus in the classical sources of Qur’anic exegesis we find lim-
ited and exclusive interpretations of the verse such that deriving
from it a humanistic approach in terms of knowing the other in a
process of religious pluralism is not recognised. But these inter-
pretations are largely the product of their time, the historical
context and circumstances being such that societies were pre-
dominantly homogeneous, divided by cultural boundaries, and
surrounded by religious wars. As was the case in al-R¥zÏ’s life-
time.

Turning to some modern sources of Qur’anic exegesis with
regards to verse 49:13, it becomes apparent that the current civil-
isational context has played an important role in underlining the
objective of knowing the different other. By adopting a humanis-
tic approach, some modern exegetes have demonstrated a new
understanding of the verse. For instance, Qutub remarks that the
purpose of making people into nations and tribes is not so that
they “stir up conflict and enmity. It is rather for the purpose of
getting to know one another and living peacefully together.”20

Moreover, Qutub states that through such a purpose “Islam
establishes its human global system under God’s banner
alone.”21 Even though this statement appears controversial in
terms of its meaning, it is a fact that Qutub, unlike classical
sources, defines knowledge of the other and thus realization of a
peaceful life as a purpose of diversity. Another striking expres-
sion in Qutub’s comment is the phrase “human global system”
which according to him, must rest on the Oneness of God.

Similarly, Ibn Ashur states that the wisdom of diversity is peo-
ple knowing one another at different social levels starting from
the level of the family and reaching to that of civilisations.22

However, what is more significant to note is that Ibn Ashur
relates the purpose of knowing the other to human nature. He
observes that perceived as a reason for a mutual understanding,
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diversity comes in accordance with human nature, whereas per-
ceived as a reason for conflict and enmity, it goes against human
nature.23 Thus, by relating the purpose of diversity to human
nature, Ibn Ashur seems to suggest that striving for mutual
understanding is a universal human objective. Going further, al-
Tabatabai states that in addition to being a purpose of diversity,
knowledge of the other is the backbone of society. Consequently,
the absence of this objective (knowing the other), according to
al-Tabatabai, leads to the decline of society and the destruction
of humanity.24

Due to the fundamental importance of knowing the other,
Ramadan considers knowledge of the other at the level of spe-
cialists alone as inadequate, pointing to, and perhaps more
importantly, the need to know one another at the grassroots
level.25 Correspondingly, in his comment on verse 49:13, Najar
suggests that mutual knowledge, ta¢¥ruf, should be understood
as a whole process focusing mainly on three aspects, namely soli-
darity, consultation, and the commandment of what is good.26

In this way, Najar’s interpretation of ta¢¥ruf seems to clarify
Ramadan’s thesis. In other words, knowledge of the other taken
as solidarity emphasises a grassroots understanding, whereas
seen as consultation, it focuses particularly on specialists. As for
the commandment of what is good, it could underline the impor-
tance of knowing the other at all levels.

Therefore, interpreted in the light of the current civilisational
context, the verse reveals new geographical, social as well as psy-
chological dimensions to the objective of knowing the other,
ta¢¥ruf. In fact, diversity expressed by the verse is seen as a uni-
versal source of knowledge psychologically related to human
nature and hence to the process of self-understanding in the light
of the other.

Overall, analysis of the historical, textual, and current civili-
sational context of verse 49:13 has shown that the knowledge of
the different other is a universal Qur’anic objective. Moreover,
in addition to being universal and in accordance with human
nature, such an objective constructs the axis of the peacebuilding
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process. For this reason, striving for mutual understanding can
be accommodated by the Qur’an as one of the main objectives of
normative religious pluralism. Thus, the objective of knowing
the other will dispel prejudice, stereotypes, and the desire for
superiority and domination, which constitute major barriers to
normative religious pluralism, or as Henzell-Thomas advises:

We must purge the mind of prejudice, conditioning, false notions, and
unanalysed authority – “Idols of the human mind” which distort and dis-
colour the true nature of things – and rely instead on direct experience,
perception, observation, and “true induction” as methods of gaining
sound knowledge.27

[2]
Cooperation With the Other in Righteousness

and Piety: Mutual Engagement – Ta¢¥wun

In this section another Qur’anic imperative concerning inter-
faith relations will be examined as an objective of normative
religious pluralism. This is the imperative of cooperation with
the other in righteousness and piety. In fact, analysis in the previ-
ous section led to the conclusion, that knowledge of the other
and hence the realisation of mutual understanding can be
regarded as one of the main objectives of religious pluralism in
the Qur’an. However, according to the Qur’an, fostering knowl-
edge and mutual understanding among adherents of different
religious affiliations should lead to a higher level objective,
namely cooperation. The move from knowing the other to coop-
eration with the other means a move from mere coexistence or
interaction to mutual engagement in the process of religious plu-
ralism. Actually, it is the element of engagement that promotes
the objective of cooperation to a higher level than mere knowl-
edge of the other.

Yet, an analysis of classical Qur’anic exegesis reveals a num-
ber of classical sources to view, it would appear, the issue of
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mutual engagement and cooperation as controversial and prob-
lematic. These sources claim cooperation with the other to have
been abrogated thus leaving cooperation as exclusively restricted
to Muslims alone. This being the case, a careful exploration of
the Qur’anic text is essential with regards to the issue of coopera-
tion. The most central Qur’anic verse related to this is:

O ye who believe! Violate not the sanctity of the symbols of Allah, nor of

the Sacred Month, nor of the animals brought for sacrifice, nor the gar-

lands that mark out such animals, nor the people resorting to the Sacred

House, seeking of the bounty and good pleasure of their Lord. But when ye

are clear of the Sacred Precincts and of pilgrim garb, ye may hunt and let

not the hatred of some people in (once) shutting you out of the Sacred

Mosque lead you to transgression (and hostility on your part). Help ye one

another in righteousness and piety, but help ye not one another in sin and

rancour: fear Allah, for Allah is strict in punishment. (Qur’an al-M¥’idah

5:2)

In general, the verse regulates some aspects of the relationship
between Muslims and God as well as between Muslims and
other people. After being ordered not to violate the commands of
God, believers have been obliged to guarantee the inviolability of
animals brought for sacrifice as well as the inviolability of those
people peacefully resorting to the Sacred House. In the same
way, Muslims have been ordered to cooperate in righteousness
and piety with those polytheists who shut them out of the Sacred
Mosque during the treaty of ¤udaybiyyah, instead of taking
revenge on them.

Turning next to the issue of abrogation, there exists a claim
which asserts verse 5:2 to have been abrogated and substituted
by other verses ordering Muslims to fight and slay the polythe-
ists. It would appear that, according to the abrogation claim, the
relationship between Muslims and polytheists, is one confined
to fighting and mutual destruction only. 

To examine this assertion, we need to start with its historical
aspect. In this respect, al->abarÏ mentions scholars as being
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unanimous in the verse having been abrogated. However, there
has been disagreement on whether the whole or only a part of the
verse was abrogated.28 For instance, al-™a^^¥k claims the entire
verse to have been abrogated,29 whereas al-Muj¥hid asserts that
only the garlands made from the Makkan bark part was abro-
gated for environmental reasons.30 As far as al->abarÏ himself is
concerned, the part which was abrogated is “nor of the Sacred
Month, nor of the animals brought for sacrifice, nor the garlands
that mark out such animals, nor the people resorting to the
Sacred House” (Qur’an al-M¥’idah 5:2).31 Regardless of the dis-
agreements, all scholars claiming abrogation agree that the verse
was abrogated by the following Qur’anic text:

...fight and slay the Pagans wherever ye find them, and seize them, belea-

guer them, and lie in wait for them in every stratagem (of war);... (Qur’an

al-Tawbah 9:5)

Although al-™a^^¥k claims verse 5:2 to have been abrogated
by 9:5, it appears that he also contradicts this by stating 9:5 to
have been abrogated by the following verse: “...thereafter (is the
time for) either generosity or ransom...” (Qur’an Mu^ammad
47:4).32

The problem with al-™a^^¥k is that firstly, the chronological
order of surahs, Mu^ammad-47, al-Tawbah-9, and al-M¥’idah-
5, (as mentioned by al-ZarkashÏ),33 does not favor his abroga-
tion claims. Secondly, his assertion that the whole of verse 5:2
had been abrogated would imply, if accepted, that the sanctity of
God’s commands can be violated. Of course, not one Muslim
scholar in history has claimed such a thing.

As for Muj¥hid’s assertion referring to the garlands made
from Makkan bark part having been prohibited on environmen-
tal grounds, this also cannot be accepted, because the Qur’anic
text does not stipulate that Makkan bark should be used. In fact,
garlands would be perceived as recognisable signs emphasising
the inviolability of people as well as the animals wearing them. In
fact, there is no evidence to support Muj¥hid’s abrogation claim.
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Al->abarÏ states that according to most exegetes, God’s com-
mandment to the believers not to violate the sanctity of “the
people resorting to the Sacred House, seeking of the bounty and
good pleasure of their Lord” (5:2), applied to the polytheists
only. However, he further remarks: 

There is no doubt that it [“the people resorting to the Sacred House, seek-
ing of the bounty and good pleasure of their Lord”] was abrogated by the
verse “fight and slay the Pagans wherever ye find them, and seize them,
beleaguer them, and lie in wait for them in every stratagem (of war)” (9:5),
since it would be contradictory to simultaneously command inviolability
of the pagans whilst also to fight them.There is a consensus among schol-
ars, that the people of war among the pagans must be fought and slain.
Providing that by pagans is meant those of them who are people of war,34

there is no doubt that it [5:2] is abrogated.35

Al->abarÏ’s statement explicitly shows that his abrogatio
conclusion is made with reference to those pagans who are peo-
ple of war. Thus, it becomes clear that by abrogation, al->abarÏ
means the act of specifying the general ruling of the verse, but not
its substitution. However, such a conclusion failed to calculate
the existence of peaceful pagans to whom verse 5:2 refers.
Actually, the ambiguous nature of the term abrogation and al-
>abarÏ’s own lack in distinguishing between warmongering and
peaceful polytheists open the way for speculation and mislead-
ing conclusions. 

More importantly, there are other scholars who conclude
verse 5:2 to be mu^kam, that is not subject to abrogation. For
instance, al-ZamakhsharÏ mentions al-¤asan al-Ba|rÏ as stating:
“There is nothing abrogated in surah al-M¥’idah.”36 In the same
vein, Ab‰ Maysarah states: “There are eighteen obligations,
farÏ\ah, in surah al-M¥’idah, and nothing is abrogated in it.”37

Furthermore, al-ZamakhsharÏ ascribes a hadith to the Prophet,
wherein he states: 

Surah al-M¥’idah is from the last Qur’anic chapters revealed; therefore
treat all lawful issues in it as lawful, and all unlawful as unlawful.38
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The content of this particular hadith is narrated by al-Q¥sim
ibn Sal¥m in his book Fa\¥’il al-Qur’¥n, through the following
chain of transmission: “We were told by Ab‰ al-Iam¥n from Ab‰
Bakr ibn ¢Abdullah ibn Ab‰ Maryam from ™umrah ibn ¤abÏb
and ¢A~iyyah ibn Qays, who said: the Prophet – peace be upon
him – said...” and then mentions the above hadith.39

However, the chain of transmission contains a gap between
™umrah ibn ¤abÏb, ¢A~iyyah ibn Qays and the Prophet. In other
words, there is ommission in the chain in terms of the name of a
Companion, since both ™umrah ibn ¤abÏb40 and ¢A~iyyah ibn
Qays41 were Successors (t¥bi¢‰n). Because of this discontinuity,
the hadith is defined as Mursal (a hadith where the chain only
goes up to a Successor) and classified as weak (\a¢Ïf). Moreover,
one of the narrators, Ab‰ Bakr ibn ¢Abd All¥h ibn Ab‰ Maryam,
has been subject to criticism with scholars in the field of hadith
unanimous on his weakness as a narrator of a^¥dÏth.42 Although
this particular hadith is cited by al-ZamakhsharÏ as evidence for
negating abrogation in surah al-M¥’idah, it is weak and there-
fore cannot be accepted. Nevertheless there exists another
hadith in which the same meaning is transmitted through anoth-
er chain of transmitters and which is classified as authentic.
A^mad ibn ¤anbal narrates it as follows: 

We were told by ¢Abd al-Ra^m¥n ibn MahdÏ, who said: We were told by

Mu¢¥wiyah from Ab‰ al-<¥hiriyyah, from Jubayr ibn Nufayr who said: “I

visited ¢®’ishah and she asked me: ‘Do you read surah al-M¥’idah?’” He

said: “I answered: ‘Yes, I do.’ She said: ‘It was the last surah revealed, there-

fore whatever lawful matters you find in it, consider them as lawful, and

whatever unlawful matters you find in it, consider them as unlawful.’ I also,

asked her about the Prophet’s character and she said: ‘His character was

the Qur’an.’”43

After careful examination Shuaib al-Arnaut concludes the
hadith’s chain of transmission to be authentic and all transmit-
ters trustworthy (thiq¥t).44 The same hadith is also narrated by
al-¤¥kim in his Al-Mustadrak, wherein he concludes that “the

The Qur’an and Normative Religious Pluralism

166

ARIF TEXT FINAL FOR PRINT.qxt_Revised Papers  30/09/2014  10:08  Page 166

o b e i k a n d l . c o  m



hadith is authentic and in accordance with the conditions of the
Two Shaykhs,45 but they did not record it.”46 Therefore, taken
together, both hadith constitute reliable evidence proving al-
M¥’idah to have been the last surah revealed. Accordingly, al-
ZarkashÏ’s chronological order of Qur’anic chapters, defines al-
M¥’idah as the last surah revealed. He also remarks that in his
Farewell Sermon (during his final Hajj) the Prophet recited from
al-M¥’idah. After Prophet Muhammad delivered the sermon,
the following verses of the Qur’an were revealed:

This day I have perfected your religion for you, completed My Favor upon

you, and have chosen for you Islam as your religion. (Al-M¥’idah, 5:3)47

Al-ZarkashÏ’s claim is supported by ¢Umar ibn al-Kha~~¥b,
who narrates that once a Jew said to him:

“O the chief of believers! There is a verse in your Holy Book which is read
by all of you (Muslims), and had it been revealed to us, we would have
taken that day (on which it was revealed as a day of celebration.” ¢Umar ibn
al-Kha~~¥b asked: “Which is that verse?” The Jew replied: “This day I have
perfected your religion for you, completed My favor upon you, and have
chosen for you Islam as your religion” (5:3). ¢Umar replied: “No doubt, we
know when and where this verse was revealed to the Prophet. It was Friday
and the Prophet was standing at ¢Arafah” (i.e. the Day of Hajj).48

Under these circumstances, and given that al-M¥’idah was the
last surah to have been revealed to the Prophet, any claims of
abrogation whether for the surah in general, or more specifically
in relation to verse 5:2, are deemed illogical. This conclusion is
underscored by the opinions of Ab‰ Muslim al-Isfah¥nÏ,49

Muhammad Abu Zahrah,50 the late Muhammad al-Ghazali51

and other scholars who see absolutely no case for abrogation in
the entire Qur’an.

In sum, as historical analysis has revealed, no authentic evi-
dence exists to support the claim of abrogation for verse 5:2.
Furthermore, both the chronological order of surah al-M¥’idah
as well as an authentic hadith concerning it, constitute decisive
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evidence that the entire content of the surah is not subject to
abrogation. 

The sentence “Help (ta¢¥wan‰) ye one another in righteous-
ness and piety” pertaining to the objective of cooperation is
another case in point. This concerns an exclusive restriction in
meaning of the scope of the imperative ta¢¥wan‰, or cooperate
(translated as help by Yusuf Ali). For example, al->abarÏ seems
to confine this cooperation to believers, stating: “The meaning
of ‘and cooperate in righteousness and piety,’ (5:2), is to help –
O, believers – each other in righteousness.”52 To refute this
exclusive meaning we need to examine the textual context and
implications of verse 5:2. 

In terms of the textual context of the verse, the first thing to
note is that from its very beginning the surah inclusively com-
mands the fulfilment of all contracts and obligations: “O ye who
believe! Fulfil (all) obligations” (Qur’an al-M¥’idah 5:1).

The purpose of the Arabic definite article al attached to the
word obligations, al-¢uq‰d, is to show the inclusivity of all obli-
gations, istighr¥q al-jins.53 In other words, the grammatical
function of the definite article indicates that believers are obliged
to fulfil all their contracts and obligations equally with all people.
In fact, this is a kind of inclusive cooperation in righteousness.

Note also the textual context of verse 5:5 which mentions the
food and chaste women of the People of the Book as being lawful
for Muslims. Now, if cooperation had meant an exclusive col-
laboration between Muslims only, then surely such legislation
would have been highly controversial? In fact surah al-M¥’idah
deals extensively with topics related to the People of the Book,
and this together with the title of the surah itself, emphasise the
need for an inclusive cooperation based on righteousness and
piety. 

And in this we cannot, in addition, ignore the overall context
of the Qur’an, which also does not support exclusivity of cooper-
ation. This is largely because the Qur’an in many places
encourages inclusive cooperation with the other in righteous-
ness. So, for instance, we read in surah al-Tawbah:
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�If one amongst the Pagans asks thee for asylum, grant it to him, so that he

may hear the Word of Allah; and then escort him to where he can be secure.

That is because they are men without knowledge. (Qur’an al-Tawbah 9:6)

This verse (revealed in one of the latest Madinan surahs)
clearly encourages cooperation with the polytheists in goodness.
Therefore, as long as the Islamic concept of cooperation with the
other is regulated by righteousness and piety, it seems at the very
least, unreasonable to presume that it is limited exclusively to
Muslims. Even, according to the Qur’an, the potential result of
inclusive cooperation is mutual love:

It may be that Allah will grant love (and friendship) between you and

those whom ye (now) hold as enemies. For Allah has power (over all

things); And Allah is Oft-Forgiving, Most Merciful. (Qur’an al-

Mumta^inah 60:7)

Turning next to the textual implications of verse 5:2, we focus
on the part directly related to the imperative of cooperation:

...and let not the hatred of some people in (once) shutting you out of the

Sacred Mosque lead you to transgression (and hostility on your part).

Help ye one another in righteousness and piety, but help ye not one

another in sin and rancour: fear Allah: for Allah is strict in punishment.

(Qur’an al-M¥’idah 5:2) 

The verse refers to a historical conflict which occurred
between the polytheists and Muslims in ¤udaybiyyah when the
former prevented the latter, including the Prophet, from visiting
the Ka¢bah. More particularly, with the aim of preventing
Muslims from committing possible transgressions, the verse on
the one hand prescribes detachment from the historical context
of the conflict, and on the other commands cooperation in right-
eousness and piety. The two imperatives are joined together
through a conjunction known in Arabic grammar as w¥w al-¢a~f
(a particular type of “and”) which indicates a relationship
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between the two orders. In other words, the verse establishes
cooperation in an inclusive sense, on an honorable ground
detached from the historical conflict. Thus, through the function
of the w¥w al-¢a~f the past is reconciled with the present.54

The idea of reconciliation between the past and the present
through the channel of inclusive cooperation in righteousness
and piety can be deduced from al-ZamakhsharÏ’s comment on
the verse. He remarks that to cooperate in righteousness and
piety means to forgive, whereas the prohibition of cooperation
in sin and rancour means not to take revenge.55 It is clear that
those who should be forgiven with no revenge taken on them are
the polytheists. This in turn implies that cooperation in right-
eousness and piety, according to the Qur’an, has humanistic
dimensions. Furthermore, Ibn Ashur defines the command to
cooperate in righteousness and piety as reason (ta¢lÏl) for the pro-
hibition on taking revenge.56 We are to bring the good out in
each other as human beings. Overall, this means that coopera-
tion in righteousness and piety in itself is a course of ethical
action advanced by the Qur’an as a main objective of human
relations. 

The humanistic dimensions of cooperation in goodness are
presented more vividly in al-Qur~ubÏ’s comment on the verse. He
points out that “God’s prescription of cooperation in righteous-
ness and piety concerns all human beings.”57 More significantly,
in his comment on verse 5:2, Ibn al-Qayim al-Jawziyyah con-
cludes that “the purpose of human relations is cooperation in
righteousness and piety... such a purpose comes in accordance
with the divine wisdom of creating humans on the basis of per-
petual need for mutual help and cooperation.”58 Hence, in
addition to being inclusive, al-Jawziyyah’s conclusion also
defines the objective of cooperation in righteousness and piety as
an unchangeable divine law in this world. 

Therefore, both the textual context as well as the textual
implications of verse 5:2 prove the scope of the imperative of
positive cooperation to be universal, ruling out any exclusive
interpretation in this regard.   
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As far as the civilisational context of today’s world is con-
cerned, we have unprecedented proof of the significance of this
concept for the peaceful existence of mankind. Universal human
cooperation in good works resonates perhaps more deeply than
any time before, in an era which is witnessing increasing global
integration and need for global sustained peace. So, it might have
been one of the reasons why a number of modern exegetes have
emphasised the objective of cooperation in righteousness and
piety as an irreplaceable principle of society. For example, Rida
states that “cooperation is one of the pillars of social guidance in
the Qur’an.”59 Of course, it is a fact that human beings are natu-
rally social creatures, but what Rida may have intended is that
humans are naturally oriented towards cooperation in whatever
sense, but the Qur’an has guided them to that kind of coopera-
tion which is related to righteousness and piety, and prohibited
cooperation in sin and rancour. In this way, righteousness (birr),
in verse 5:2 is understood in its broadest sense to mean morality
towards human beings, including human rights.60 On the other
hand rancour, or rather aggression (¢udw¥n), is understood in its
broadest sense as meaning immorality towards humans, i.e.
aggression against human life, property, and dignity.61

Another modern exegete, al-Tabatabai, defines cooperation
in righteousness and piety, and non-cooperation in sin and ran-
cour, respectively as “a principle of Islamic religion.”62 More
strikingly, al-Sharawi asserts that: “It is the cooperation in right-
eousness and piety that makes the faith a universal issue.”63

Al-Sharawi’s statement is of paramount importance to the
process of normative religious pluralism, since it (the statement)
establishes the universality of Islam on the basis of inclusive
cooperation in righteousness and piety. It is worth noting here
the paradox which abrogationists face, that of requiring restric-
tion of cooperation with the “other” whilst simultaneously
earnestly calling that “other” to the universality of Islam.

In summary, some classical sources of Qur’anic exegesis
regard verse 5:2 as abrogated, whereas others restrict the imper-
ative of righteous cooperation as applicable only to Muslims.
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Such interpretations, on the one hand, have given the impression
that Islam is an entirely exclusive religion, whilst on the other
have opened ample room for speculation and misleading conclu-
sions. However, as analysis of verse 5:2 has shown, the impera-
tive to cooperate in righteousness and piety is neither subject to
abrogation nor to restriction. Thus, the universality of the Qur’-
anic prescription of cooperating in righteousness and piety can
serve as a main objective of normative religious pluralism in terms
of mutual engagement in the field of religious commonalities.

[3]
Competing With the Other in Good Works: 

Mutual Contribution – Tas¥buq

Previous sections have thus far discussed two main objectives of
normative religious pluralism in the Qur’an: knowledge of, and
cooperation with, the other. As explained, the former signifies
the need for mutual understanding, whereas the latter indicates
mutual engagement in the process of religious pluralism. 

This section examines a third Qur’anic imperative which is to
compete with the other in good works. Constituting an impor-
tant objective of normative religious pluralism, unlike the pre-
vious two, it emphasises the importance of active contribution.
Taken as a whole we see in the three objectives a movement of
ascent from mere understanding to engagement to active contri-
bution, transforming religious pluralism into a dynamic process. 

The objective of competing in good works is derived mainly
from two Qur’anic verses:

To each is a goal to which he turns;64 then strive together (as in a race)

towards all that is good. Wheresoever ye are, Allah will bring you

together. For Allah hath power over all things. (Qur’an al-Baqarah

2:148)

�
To each among you have We prescribed a law and an open way. If

Allah had so willed, He would have made you a single People, but (His
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plan is) to test you in what He hath given you: so strive as in a race in all

virtues. The goal of you all is to Allah. It is He that will show you the

truth of the matters in which ye dispute. (Qur’an al-M¥’idah 5:48)

Generally speaking, the meaning of both verses is directed
towards the idea that despite the existence of diversity, efforts
should be concentrated on vying with one another in good
works. In this way, the prescription of competing with the other
in the context of diversity can be considered as a significant
objective of normative religious pluralism.

However, certain classical Qur’anic exegetes have once again
limited the scope of the verse, applying an exclusive meaning to
the idea of competing with one another in good works, limiting
this understanding to Muslims rather than the whole of human-
ity. In fact, the exclusive approach predominates in respect of
these sources. For example, al->abarÏ comments on 2:148:

What God means by His words “then strive together (as in a race) towards
all that is good” (2:148) is that: [here al->abarÏ speaks directly on behalf of
God] I explained the truth to you O believers and guided you to the Qiblah

which Jews and Christians, and all other communities have gone astray
from. Therefore, as a token of gratitude to your God, embark on doing
righteous deeds...And in order not to go astray as previous communities
did, keep your Qiblah and do not lose it like they did.65

Al->abarÏ supports this statement by citing Qat¥dah accord-
ing to whom the meaning of “then strive together (as in a race)
towards all that is good” (2:148), is not to be defeated in respect
of your Qiblah.66

Yet at the same time some of these classical assumptions are
shown to be inconsistent with regards to claims for exclusivity.
For instance, while in 2:148 al->abarÏ confines competing in
good works to Muslims only, in 5:48 he apparently lifts the
restriction to include all people. This is understood from the con-
text of his comment on 5:48, and more clearly from the usage of
the general word n¥s (people). According to al->abarÏ the mean-
ing of “so strive as in a race in all virtues” (5:48), is to be
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understood as “embark – O people67 – on doing righteous deeds
and seeking closeness to your God.”68

Inconsistency again appears in Ibn Ashur’s comments on the
two verses. In relation to 2:148 he appears to take a highly exclu-
sive position stating the imperative of competing in good works
to be directed to Muslims only. This in order not to involve them
in any debate with the People of the Book over the Qiblah, but
rather to concentrate their efforts on resolving the problems of
Muslim society.69 In contrast he suddenly becomes inclusive
when it comes to 5:48, regarding the statement of diversity and
endorsement to compete in all virtues stipulated in the verse as
applicable to all humanity. He explains that diversity is the result
of man’s freedom of choice endowed by God to all humanity.
Thus the wisdom in man’s competing with one another in good
works is to realise truth in knowledge, morals, and belief.70

Therefore, what we have in these explanations of the two
verses from the exegetical sources is absolute exclusivism or
unsystematic inclusivism, which fail to emphasise the Qur’an’s
prescription to compete in good works as being a universal
objective of human relations. To prove this latter point we need
to first examine the textual context in which the verses exist. In
this respect, it should be noted that both surahs al-Baqarah and
al-M¥’idah are Madinan, meaning that the verses were revealed
in a diverse society. This makes it more likely that the purpose of
the verses was to recognise diversity as a matter of earthly fact
and to construct out of it a universal objective, rather than create
a homogeneous society. 

In fact, the textual context of both verses appears to favor the
universality of the objective to compete in good works. Looking
at verse 2:148, we see how diversity as a matter of earthly fact is
confirmed through the discussion on the Qiblah. The Qur’an
states that no one religious community will ever follow the
Qiblah of the other. This is because, “to each is a goal, wijhah, to
which he turns” (2:148). According to Ibn Ashur, wijhah means
“a way of thinking,”71 while al-Sharawi clarifies that the mean-
ing of wijhah is based on the freedom of choice.72 Therefore, in
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this textual context, the verse implies that human cognitive sys-
tems are different, but regardless of the fact, there should be a
common objective of competing in good works (fastabiq‰ al-
khayr¥t).

With regard to verse 5:48, there is no disagreement on its
occurring in the textual context of discussion on the three divine
revelations of the Torah, Gospel, and the Qur’an. For this reason
al-R¥zÏ states that “to each among you have we prescribed a law
and an open way”, addresses the Jews, Christians, and the
Muslims.73 Moreover, the verse explicitly points to diversity as
an undeniable fact of this life: “If Allah had so willed, He would
have made you a single People, but (His plan is) to test you in
what He hath given you: so strive as in a race in all virtues”
(5:48). Therefore, the historical as well as textual context of both
verses serves to justify the argument that the verses construct out
of diversity an inclusive objective to compete in good works. 

The sentence “so strive together as in a race in all virtues
(fastabiq‰ al-khayr¥t)” (2:148, 5:48) is an imperative with the
Arabic verb fastabiq‰ being mainly translated into English as
“strive together as in a race” and also “vie with one another, or
simply race.” Yet what is the precise meaning of fastabiq‰? It is
important to look into the Qur’anic usage of the word, the most
relevant being traced in surah Y‰suf: “So they both raced each
other to the door” (Qur’an Y‰suf 12:25)

The verse illustrates a dynamic incident in which Joseph and
the ¢AzÏz’s74 wife race to reach a door which the wife had locked.
Each had a different reason to get there first. Hers was an
attempt to seduce him, whilst his was to escape the room. The
race therefore was not based on a common purpose. 

In another part of surah Y‰suf, the word istabaq is men-
tioned: “We went racing with one another” (Qur’an Y‰suf 12:
17). But here, instead of dynamic action as in 12:25, the word
nastabiq in the verse is understood to mean proof of excellence
among people in a certain activity.75

Therefore, the Qur’anic usage of the word istabaq shows it to
have connotations of dynamic action (whose aim can be positive
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or negative) as well as meaning proof of excellence among a
group of people in a certain activity. 

Under these circumstances, the imperative “fastabiq‰ al-
khayr¥t,” “so strive together as in a race in all virtues” (2:148,
5:48) can be understood to mean both realising the objective of
active and dynamic contribution and also excelling in our action
to achieve our objectives to the best of our ability (note so long as
this competition is towards virtuous goals). And this applies to
the process of normative religious pluralism. Since a race can be
used for achieving positive and negative purposes, the Qur’an
limits the act of competing only to noble and righteous goals
whilst it disapproves of any kind of competing in sin, transgres-
sion, or any evil purpose:

Many of them dost thou see, racing each other in sin and transgression, and
their eating of things forbidden. Evil indeed are the things that they do.
(Qur’an al-M¥’idah 5:62)

In fact, this combining of notions of competition with good-
ness in the Qur’an gears the process of normative religious
pluralism towards servicing a noble and humanitarian objective
whilst preventing it from serving nefarious ends. In this respect,
reflecting on verse 5:48, the Christian theologian Grodz remarks
critically that: 

The notion of vying or competing combined with goodness is inappropri-
ate in the contemporary Western world where these terms have recently
become more often associated with a ruthless way of attaining one’s own
goals. In an approach like that, other people are basically treated as objects-
rivals, opponents or, at worst, enemies. Thus, they become an obstacle
rather than a source of inspiration.76

Another meaning which can be derived from “fastabiq‰ al-
khayr¥t” is to strive with one another for moral and spiritual
development, which in turn positively affects all other aspects of
daily life. Needless to say, in the context of today’s world so vital
is the need for moral and spiritual growth that all religions are in
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agreement as to its urgent development and advancement. Once
again, it is worth quoting a Christian viewpoint on this meaning
of “fastabiq‰ al-khayr¥t”. Thus according to Grodz:

In my understanding, ‘vying in good works’ implies some sort of noble
competition that inspires and encourages people to do what is good. There
is space for sincerity and authenticity, but not for pretence. ‘Vying in good
works’ also means striving for spiritual development in a way that does not
apply any pressure on others to accept someone else’s point of view and
convictions, but at the same time gives an opportunity to present unobtru-
sively the spiritual wealth of one’s religion to followers of other religions,
and to draw creatively on the wealth of other traditions.77

In summary, the Qur’anic prescription of competing in good
works is limited exclusively to, in most exegetical sources,
Muslims or at least not systematically emphasised as a universal
objective of human relations. However, examination of the
Qur’anic textual as well as overall context, as well as today’s
civilisational context, reveals the imperative to compete in good
works to be a universal Qur’anic order. Thus, emerging from a
textual context discussing religious particularities, the Qur’anic
imperative to compete positively in all virtues in actual fact
encourages humanity to energise and make a healthy and active
contribution leading to the emergence of excellence and develop-
ment in society. In this sense, the Qur’anic universal prescription
of competing in good works forms one of the main objectives of
normative religious pluralism. 

[4] 
Mutual Support – Tad¥fu¢

Another main objective of normative religious pluralism that the
Qur’an recognises is a mutual support between religions. Com-
pared to the previous three objectives of religious pluralism, that
is, mutual understanding, cooperation, and contribution, the
objective of mutual support creates a real test for religious 
co-existence. How can religiously committed people express 
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support for religions different from theirs? In this respect, the
Qur’an points out that the objective of mutual support between
religions concerns mainly the protection of religious freedom,
which is the most important foundation of religious pluralism.
Secondly, it concerns the issue of repelling any oppression and
aggression on earth. 

To further elaborate on this statement regarding the objective
of mutual support, we need to explore Qur’anic verses relevant
to the issue of interfaith support. In this regard, the most central
verses discussing the issue occur in surah al-¤ajj:

To those against whom war is made, permission is given (to fight), because
they are wronged; – and verily, Allah is most powerful for their aid; – (They
are) those who have been expelled from their homes in defiance of right, –
(for no cause) except that they say, “our Lord is Allah”. Did not Allah
check one set of people by means of another, there would surely have been
pulled down monasteries, churches, synagogues, and mosques, in which
the name of Allah is commemorated in abundant measure. Allah will cer-
tainly aid those who aid his (cause); – for verily Allah is full of Strength,
Exalted in Might, (able to enforce His Will). (Qur’an al-¤ajj 22:39-40)

Generally speaking, the verses define oppression and espe-
cially the restriction of religious freedom as the main reason for
permission to use physical self-defence. The verses also point out
that lack of self-defence against oppression inescapably leads to
overwhelming corruption destroying religions.78

Yet, restriction of the scope of these two verses as well as the
cause (oppression and restriction of religious freedom) of the
implied mutual support has led a number of Qur’anic exegesis
sources to once again interpret them exclusively. For example, in
his interpretation of “Did not Allah check one set of people by
means of another”, al-ZamakhsharÏ divides the set of people
into Muslims and unbelievers, and states that if God had not
repelled unbelievers with Muslims, the polytheists would have
destroyed the holy places of all religions.79 Similarly, al-R¥zÏ
comments on this part of the verse that “God gives permission
for the followers of His religion to fight unbelievers.”80 Even
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Tantawi with respect to the verse goes on to confine the law of
mutual support (tad¥fu¢) to the issue of belief and unbelief.81

It seems that a large number of Qur’anic exegetes, influenced
by certain methodological perceptions and particular historical
events, have limited the scope of mutual support to certain ideo-
logical boundaries and thus reduced the universality of the
Qur’anic objective to an exclusive aim pertaining to one particu-
lar group of people. Given this, we need to explore the historical,
textual, and thematic implications of the verses in order to chal-
lenge this exclusive claim. 

With regards to historical context no authentic occasion of
revelation has been narrated in relation to the verses. However,
what is explicitly clear from the content of al-¤ajj is that the
surah is a Madinan one. Correspondingly, in the chronological
order of the revelation of the surahs set by al-ZarkashÏ, he recog-
nizes al-¤ajj to be a Madinan surah.82 Another point to
historically consider is that, according to al->abarÏ, those who
were expelled from their homes without any rights were
Muslims suffering religious persecution at the hands of the
Makkan polytheists. Consequently, it was religious persecution
which led to the Hijrah (Muslim migration from Makkah to
Madinah).83

Putting these two points together (al-¤ajj being a Madinan
surah and the issue of religious persecution in Makkah), what we
can deduce is that verses 22:39-40 were revealed at the very early
stage of Madinan society, or shortly after the migration (Hijrah).
In other words the permission to fight in self-defence (revealed in
the passive voice “yuq¥tal‰n,”) against the religious persecution
of the Makkans, was revealed in the multicultural society of
Madinah which had offered asylum to the Muslims. An impor-
tant implication of this revelation in the multicultural setting of
Madinah – and the absence of such revelation in the homoge-
neous society of Makkah – is that to repel oppression requires a
united front, that is inclusive mutual support between religions.
So, this might have been the reason for the Prophet’s establish-
ment of the Constitution of Madinah shortly after his arrival in

Main Objectives

179

ARIF TEXT FINAL FOR PRINT.qxt_Revised Papers  30/09/2014  10:08  Page 179

o b e i k a n d l . c o  m



the city, through which he realized in actuality and thereby prac-
tically the objective of mutual support by uniting all religious
groups on the basis of protecting human rights and repelling
oppression. 

In fact, implications for the inclusivity of mutual support
between religions can be traced back even earlier to Makkah. It
is a well-known fact that the Prophet sought support from the
Christians in Abyssinia, and also historical fact that he turned to
the Christian scholar Waraqah for advice as well as support as
explicitly underlined in Waraqah’s answer offering the Prophet
support:

Anyone who came with something similar to what you [Muhammad] have
brought was treated with hostility; if I should remain alive till the day 
when you will be turned out [by your people] then I would support you 
strongly.84

Turning to the textual meaning of verses 22:39-40, we try to
uncover the real reason for the permission given to fight oppres-
sion and religious persecution. This was not an ideological point
of view. For this reason, al->abarÏ states that the meaning of
“Did not Allah check one set of people by means of another”,
should be understood in its broadest sense to include all people,
since God has not provided any indication for the restriction of
the meaning.85 Furthermore, al-Sharawi makes it clear that the
verse concerns all of humanity, and cannot be restricted to the
classification of believers and unbelievers. More explicitly, he
states that the verse is related to the issue of oppression at every
time and every place.86 Therefore, with the purpose of protecting
religious freedom and repelling oppression, God has enabled
people to unite themselves in order to protect their rights. For
this reason, the Qur’an stipulates that “if God had not enabled
people to defend themselves against one another” (Asad, Qur’an
22:40), there would have been destruction in terms of religion.

Actually, by mentioning the threat of monasteries, churches,
synagogues, and mosques being destroyed together in the 
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context of religious persecution, the Qur’an underlines the
importance of mutual support among religions against oppres-
sion. Moreover, according to al-Tabatabai, this threat of
destruction is not restricted to the physical aspects of the places
of worship, but also to the entire religion.87 Thus increasing the
responsibility of faiths to act inclusively, working on a united
front to support one another in repelling oppression and protect-
ing religious freedom. 

So, protection of religious freedom requires religiously inclu-
sive support. If religions fail to do this they jeopardise not only
their own existence, but also the meaningful existence of all
humanity. This fact is stressed by the Qur’an in the context of the
Children of Israel and their oppression and fight to gain their
religious freedom.88 After the oppression is successfully repelled,
the Qur’an concludes that “...And if God had not enabled people
to defend themselves against one another, corruption would
surely overwhelm the earth” (Asad, Qur’an 2:251).

The objective of mutual support between religions, therefore,
concerns the protection of religion and thus the protection of
human life from any kind of corruption. According to Abu
Zahrah, the protection of religion in the context of Islam means
protection of any religion, even the religion of Zoroastrianism,
since religiosity is what distinguishes human beings from other
creatures. In this respect, the protection of religion is perceived
as the protection of the holiest meaning of human life.89

The inclusivity of the objective of mutual support is also
underscored by the textual context of the surah al-¤ajj, where
the humanistic approach seems to be the main feature of the
surah. Surah al-¤ajj consists of 78 verses in which the general
word “people”(n¥s) is mentioned fifteen times. More strikingly,
the surah begins by addressing all people “O Mankind” and
ends (with regards to the last part of the content, i.e. the last
page) by addressing all people. 

In the context of today’s world, mutual support between dif-
fering faiths has become without doubt one of the main objec-
tives of a large number of international events and organisations.
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And this development is vital given an increasingly volatile cli-
mate in which initiatives for burning and bombing religious
temples, attempts to burn religious scripture, and easy insulting
of holy prophets, has put faiths and those who profess them in
danger. It is of paramount importance therefore that all religions
work together in a climate of mutual support not competition
against such aggression. 

In sum analysis has shown that the claim of limiting mutual
support exclusively to Muslims is based on classical opinion only
and not underpinned by any compelling argument. What we do
discover through an exegetical examination of verses 22:39-49
(using a systematic methodology) however, is that implementa-
tion of this mutual support does not depend on a specific belief
system or ideology. In fact, the scope of the Qur’anic objective
covers universally all parties protecting religious freedom and
repelling any kind of oppression. For this reason, the universality
of mutual support between religions in the context of diversity
can be accommodated by the Qur’an as one of the main objec-
tives of normative religious pluralism. 

[5]
Conclusion

Some sources of Qur’anic exegesis have limited the universal
objectives of the human relationship exclusively to Muslims,
whereas other sources have been inconsistent in this regard. In
addition to the specific historical circumstances in which they
wrote and which could have influenced their interpretation, the
failure of these sources to recognise systematically the universal-
ity of a number of common human objectives seems also to have
emerged largely from an absence of a holistic thematic approach
to the Qur’an. Having applied the holistic thematic approach in
this chapter, we discover that the Qur’an universally endorses
four main objectives of the human relationship, which in ascend-
ing order are:
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a) Mutual understanding – ta¢¥ruf
b) Mutual engagement – ta¢¥wun
c) Mutual contribution – istib¥q al-khayr¥t
d) Mutual support – tad¥fu¢

Note all four objectives are mentioned in Madinan surahs. In
other words in a multicultural society.  They are also mentioned
in the textual context of religious diversity making them serve as
main targets of normative religious pluralism. This wider more
inclusive understanding immediately forms the basis, or axis, for
a peacebuilding process, wherein achieving universal righteous-
ness and excellence in the context of diversity is seen as the final
goal of normative religious pluralism.
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